
 
Parkinson’s Disease* 

                                                                             (Part I)  

 What Is Parkinson's Disease? 

Parkinson's disease is a brain disorder that leads to shaking, stiffness, and difficulty with 
walking, balance, and coordination. It affects abou t half a million people in the United 
States although the numbers may be much higher. The  average age of onset is 60 years, 
and the risk of developing Parkinson's goes up with  age.  Parkinson's disease was first 
described in 1817 by James Parkinson, a British doc tor who published a paper on what he 
called "the shaking palsy." In this paper, he descr ibed the major symptoms of the disease 
that would later bear his name. 

Parkinson's disease belongs to a group of condition s called movement disorders. The 
four main symptoms of Parkinson's are: 

• tremor, or trembling in hands, arms, legs, jaw, or head  
• rigidity, or stiffness of the limbs and trunk  
• bradykinesia, or slowness of movement  
• postural instability, or impaired balance.  

Parkinson's symptoms usually begin gradually and ge t worse over time. As the symptoms 
become more severe, people with the disorder may ha ve difficulty walking, talking, or 
completing other simple tasks.  Parkinson's disease  is both chronic, meaning it lasts for a 
long time, and progressive, meaning its symptoms gr ow worse over time. It is not 
contagious.  

About 50,000 Americans are diagnosed with Parkinson 's disease each year. However, it's 
difficult to know exactly how many have it because many people in the early stages of the 
disease think their symptoms are due to normal agin g and do not seek help from a doctor. 
Also, diagnosis is sometimes difficult and uncertai n because other conditions may 
produce symptoms of Parkinson's.  

There are no tests to diagnose the disease. People with Parkinson's may sometimes be 
told by their doctors that they have other disorder s, and people with diseases similar to 
Parkinson's may be incorrectly diagnosed as having Parkinson's.   

Parkinson's disease strikes about 50 percent more m en than women. The disease is more 
common in developed countries. Studies have found a n increased risk of Parkinson's 
disease in people who live in rural areas and in th ose who work in certain professions. 
The cause of this association is not entirely clear .  
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